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Abstract 
In the context of designing a new curriculum, the paper addresses the tension between integrating all subjects in an exploring-
theme approach and a subject-based approach. Given the complexity of a curriculum reform, this opposite tension, faced by most 
current day change processes, cannot and should not be addressed by a firm option for one of the solutions, rather the balance 
between extremes should be adopted by well informed decisions at conceptual-curricular, institutional and strategic levels. We 
discuss a solution that keeps the subject-based approach but creates a set of internal organizers and mechanisms aimed at  
ensuring the integration as well as the vertical and horizontal coherence within a competence-based curriculum. 
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1. Focus and rationale of the paper 
Internationalisation and globalisation are both expressions commonly used to relate to today’s world. And these 
are having an impact in the field of education, as curricula and educational developments are shared worldwide. 
Related to this, many systems of education have a greater interest in international monitoring of learning 
achievement through such programs as TIMSS, PIRLS, PISA and there is a strong push to recognise standards 
related to these. Thus, the statistics show that the number of participant countries grew constantly both in TIMSS 
(from 45 participant countries in 1995 to 59 in 2007 and then to 63 in 2011) and PIRLS (from 35 in 2001 to 48 in 
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2011) (http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/). The participation in PISA shows the same trend: from 43 participant countries 
in 2000, to 56 in 2006 and to 64 in 2012 (http://www.oecd.org/pisa/). Although countries with strong histories of 
educational development (US/Europe/Far East) have taken the lead, the net is widening as other countries recognise 
the need to focus on globalisation issues through raising education standards and take note of achievements in 
international assessment tests. The concept of literacy is thus shifting from a national realisation, where it had taken 
on a content acquisition or a local culture focus, to one where literacy is related to competences going beyond the 
acquisition of basic subject-related knowledge and skills. Thus, the beginning of the third millennium brought about 
a vivid discussion concerning key competences as an overarching set of trans-disciplinary outcomes of learning to 
be achieved by every student by the end of compulsory education (e.g. European Commission, 2005). 
Globalization of the economy, internationalization of the present competition-based society and the rhythm of 
technological changes put pressure on the workplace to change and ask for functional competences (Singer, 2006). 
Further, the push for more complex and life-related levels of literacy has been translated into the need for a 
competence-based curriculum for each school subject. But what does this mean? What is relevant for building a 
competence-based curriculum in the 21st century?  
Within the globalisation and internalization tendencies as discussed above, this paper focuses on a special case-
study. This brings into the spotlight the curriculum development in Kuwait. Kuwait offers an educational context 
that combines strong (religious) traditions, old fashioned ways of teaching, rich potentiality of resources, and a 
modern vision to reform education for a highly competitive and prosperous Kuwait society. To achieve this goal, a 
multinational team of international experts monitor and assist the local infrastructure in the process of reforming the 
national curriculum.  
A new national curriculum and its successful implementation represent the initial compulsory stage of a large 
scale educational reform. Large scale educational reforms are also signs of globalisation (e.g. Fullan, 2000). As in 
other parts of the world, in the case of Kuwait, the focus has shifted to a need for preparing its citizens for greater 
involvement in globalisation developments underlying the beginning of the 21st Century.  In  Kuwait,  a  vision  to  
become a future financial international centre has led to stronger realisations that past achievements on international 
assessment tests were not appropriate to meet these expectations. More precisely, the participation of Kuwait in 
TIMSS and PIRLS 2011 assessments showed very poor results in Mathematics and Sciences, and the lowest results 
in reading (http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/). Consequently, at stake in the educational reform envisaged by the state of 
Kuwait is growing competitiveness of human resources in a peaceful and global world. In such a context, taking 
decisions concerning the philosophy, structure, and finally the proper content of the subject curricula is a 
challenging endeavour facing many dilemmas and even contradictions. In this paper, we launch the debate 
concerning one of these dilemmas with a major impact in curriculum development, namely integration versus 
separation of knowledge learned in school.
2. Integration versus separation in curriculum 
The opposite tendencies between integration and separation in curriculum designing may be  seen  as  a  big  
dilemma especially at the level of primary education, where the children come with the vision of the integrated 
world in which they live – they connect to the environment (social, personal, physical) in a naturally integrated way. 
Children do not parse the world into domains of knowledge in order to satisfy their needs, as does the school system. 
However, previous aims of education at large have been to equip young generations with the capability to develop 
the knowledge accumulated by the human mind throughout millennia of development. And this knowledge is today, 
inevitably, parsed into various domains of knowledge. The tension between the integrated way in which children 
learn in the natural (home) environment and the need of educating children within the mass school system needs to 
be responsibly addressed. 
We cannot simply compress a history of millennia into the schooling period. We also should face the accelerated 
rhythm of knowledge accumulation today. How could school cope with these challenges? 
An integrated vision for curriculum design can endeavor to put together a variety of learning contexts, letting the 
child  to  find  structures.  This  is  actually  the  natural  way  in  which  children  learn  in  their  first  years  of  life.  The  
experience of a few fortunate kindergarten and schools in different parts of the world show that such an approach 
can be effective if given sufficient time and very capable teachers able to coach students in selecting and organizing 
knowledge. But, in most school settings, we are facing time shortage and teachers whose training is based, 
methodologically, on a strictly directive approach, and, conceptually, on the simple reproduction of knowledge.  
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In addition, traditionally, most of the education systems worldwide adopted a separation, subject-based approach 
to educational development; and tradition is – as the failure of many educational reforms worldwide shows – a key 
point in reforming education. Consequently, we need to bring carefully into the discussion the opposite perspective – 
that of subject-based curricula. Integration or separation? Should we remain in this polarity, or can we rephrase the 
question?  If the subjects are kept as such, is it still possible to achieve integration with respect to the end-user? For 
example, in a competence-based curriculum, we may wish that the student becomes competent – at a level adequate 
to his/her age – in making use of symbols, graphs and diagrams and in finding patterns and relationships in various 
contexts to better solve problems encountered. These capacities have specific shreds that belong to different domains 
of knowledge; for example: Mathematics, Natural sciences, Languages. Given the time and human resources 
constraints, the post-industrial education system offers as solution the study of school subjects derived from the main 
domains of knowledge. Which is the most efficient and effective expression of these domain-specific competences?  
In everyday life today, the public at large are likely to make use of symbols, graphs and diagrams and wish to find 
patterns and relationships. Before using them as common cultural tools in the society (in the sense of Vygotsky, 
1930), the students need to learn them in school. The question is how to make the achievement of these components 
of higher order thinking skills more accessible to the schooling age population. How to build these 
abilities/capacities in a more efficient (maximize productivity) and effective (maximize finality) way?  
The need for subject-related knowledge and skills was answered by the developments in cognitive science 
starting from the eighties: the best approach to optimize student acquisition is to look at the expert’s behavior in a 
specific domain. From here derives an important consequence for school learning: if the expert is the best expression 
of domain-specific competences, then we should start from the description of his/her behavior and specify this at 
different school levels (Singer, 2007b).  
In the line with the above considerations, the solution we have proposed was to develop within the curriculum a 
clear structure that is built based on domain-specific expertise; in other words, to bring to school the ”intellectual 
heart” or ”experiential soul” of a discipline (Gardner, 2000, p.157). Designing a competence-centered curriculum is, 
therefore, in line with the results of research in cognitive psychology, according to which competences are the best 
means to transfer and use knowledge and skills in new and dynamic situations/contexts (e.g. Bransford, Brown & 
Cocking, 2000; Glaser, 1988; Singer, 2007a; Singer & Sarivan, 2006; 2009). Moreover, the attitudes and values 
associated with, for example, communicative, personal and social developments that relate to the interconnected 
world of careers, personal responsibilities and social functioning within the society should be defined according to 
the disciplinary scope and focus.  
Where the subject disciplines are kept, and this is the current prevailing system, the general competences for 
subjects need to recognise this dilemma and be expressed accordingly. In Kuwait, taking language, mathematics and 
science as the focus (subjects that are assessed nationally in Kuwait), the general competences are indicated in Table 
1. We defined the general competences as structured sets of knowledge, skills and attitudes that are developed 
throughout the entire schooling period through a certain school subject. 
    As Table 1 shows, the formulation of the general competences for each subject is based on a structured algorithm: 
the first category is represented by major domain-specific operations (for example: listening, speaking, reading, 
writing for languages; explaining, investigating for science, etc.). The second category, listed in the second column 
of Table 1, represents the fundamental entities with which that domain of knowledge operates or, in some cases, the 
procedures by which they can be approached. The last column of the table offers a scaffolding of the subject in the 
real world, allowing the interrelatedness to other subject competences. This last category is the space within which 
the different subjects can meet. This is meaningful for adequately using the domain-specific learning acquisitions in 
genuine contexts. From the view addressed in this article, this is one of the multiple ways in which the subject-based 
approach in curriculum design goes to integration.  
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Table 1. The structure of general competences for four subjects  
Subjects Doing what?                         With what? How?                                                In which context? 
Arabic language Listening and 
speaking  
by using a range of strategies in a variety of contexts for exploring the 
world and the self 
Reading and viewing  a range of texts by means of different 
strategies 
in a variety of contexts for exploring the 
world and the self 
Writing and using 
various forms of  
representations 
in a range of texts by means of different 
strategies 
in a variety of contexts for exploring the 
world and the self 
English language Listening to oral messages by means of different strategies in a variety of contexts for effective 
comprehension 
Speaking     by using strategies of individual and 
interactive speech  
in a variety of communicative contexts   
Reading and viewing  a range of texts by means of different 
strategies  
in a variety of communicative contexts   
Writing a range of texts adapted to a variety of communicative 
purposes  
Mathematics Operating  with numbers and mathematical structures in a variety of situations 
Exploring  properties of geometrical shapes in the natural environment and in formal 
mathematical contexts 
Analyzing patterns / relationships /trends observable in various processes 
Investigating  quantitative and qualitative data for studying relations and processes 
Using logic and reasoning in a variety of communication contexts 
Science Explaining and 
analyzing  
features, behaviour, phenomena and processes 
in the living and non-living world 
by observation and guided interpretation 
Investigating  phenomena, processes and change in the living 
and non-living world  
using suitable equipment, models  and 
representations 
Interrelating  scientific ideas and endeavours with 
technological processes and products   
for protection, enhancing and sustaining the 
natural and social environment 
    Another bridge is realized at the level of the specific competences that are derived from each general competence, 
in progression, for each school year. We designed the specific competences in the subject curricula having in view 
four ranges. The ranges of realities refer to the concepts and facts that are tackled within the subject (e.g., numbers 
or symbols in mathematics, texts in languages, living and non-living world in science, etc.). The ranges of 
operations point out to the mental operations and strategies developed by working with the specific realities of the 
subject (for example, summarizing a listened message, decoding and inferring meanings, narrating, describing 
images in languages; comparing and ordering numbers, or classifying 2D or 3D figures in  mathematics; observing 
and experimenting in science). The ranges of personal responses reflect the axiological dimension, mentioning the 
values and the attitudes meant to be instilled through a certain subject (for example, confidence in their 
communicative skills, love for reading, appreciation for their own culture, interest and respect for other cultures etc. 
in languages). The fourth range, connections, are open windows for integrating knowledge, skills and attitudes 
acquired in different subjects for a better understanding of a particular subject and also for applying domain-specific 
acquisitions in everyday life, in authentic problem-solving situations.  
     We also secured a common basis for the curriculum for primary education by agreeing on common dominant 
topics for the learning contexts of each grade. These are: for Grade 1 – Me, my home and my school; for Grade 2 – 
Me and my neighborhood,  for  Grade  3  –  Me and my country, for Grade 4 – Our world,  and  for  Grade  5  –The 
universe. These transversal themes are meant to connect the subjects under integrated, meaningful topics for 
children (e.g. Sâmihăian, 2006). 
As discussed above, the subject matter should emphasize its specificity, because this is expected to endow the 
children with domain specific ways of thinking (Gardner, 2000; 2007). However, the disciplines are not studied per 
se. The contemporary concept of school education emphasizes generous aims for the human resources of each 
educational system. In the Kuwaiti curriculum, these are expressed in terms of the main features of the graduate’s 
profile and in the key competences that become the target for the education system as a whole. The targeted profile 
envisions the following priority dimensions of future graduates:  
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x respectful individuals who assume the values of the society and act accordingly 
x pro-active personalities who are devoted and eager to contribute to community development 
x diligent learners who enjoy learning, making progress and achieving good results 
x responsible citizens who take informed decisions and make a positive contribution to society.  
This profile underpins and drives the whole process of curriculum design and implementation. Its realization is 
detailed in eight key competences students are expected to gradually achieve from grades 1 to 12. The key 
competences represent a transferable, multifunctional package (system) of knowledge, skills, and values, attitudes, 
beliefs, and personal attributes that all individuals need to acquire for their personal fulfilment and professional 
development, inclusion and employment within the Kuwaiti society.  
Fig. 1: The graduates’ profile, the school subjects, and the key competences of the future national curriculum in Kuwait 
Briefly, the eight key competences of the Kuwait curriculum are formulated so as to: 
x Foster Islamic, Arabic, Kuwaiti  and Global identities, the sense of belonging, as well as open and mutual 
understanding with others  
x Communicate fluently in Arabic, in a variety of contexts 
x Communicate effectively in English, in a range of contexts 
x Use the mathematical language and understanding as well as related symbols, signs and codes in a range of 
social and conceptual contexts 
x Use scientific and technological language and understanding, in a range of social contexts 
x Foster inclusiveness, justice and sustainable development, based on the respect of democracy  
x Enhance personal development and meta-cognitive skills for a good quality life  
x Enhance the potential to successfully face the everyday challenges of life and work. 
 The key competences represent the umbrella under which the dilemmas of globalization versus national isolation 
and curriculum integration versus subject separation are reconciled. These are not simply derived within the country 
but based on global developments, recognising that such an overarching target needs to be re-focussed and broken 
down to meet the norms and cultural needs of the country. These key competences are not knowledge or subject 
content related and hence do not relate to the organisation of formal education into subject teaching areas, but they 
do recognise that the competences must relate to the aspirations of the system and the diversity of careers, 
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responsibilities and the educational knowledge base of individuals to promote the mission and vision set forth within 
the country. By and large, therefore, the key competences are universal and the interpretation of these relate to the 
cultural and developmental aspects desired within the country educational system. Figure 1 concentrates within a 
logo the dimensions of the graduate’s profile, and also the key competences to be fully achieved by the end of 
schooling. 
3. Conclusion 
A competence-based school curriculum is seen as a meaningful approach to addressing the aspirations of a 
nation and its youth. However the conflict between the integration and the separation of the subjects the students are 
supposed to follow is only partially addressed. Given the complexity of a curriculum reform, these opposite tensions 
cannot and should not be addressed by a firm option for one; rather a balance between extremes should be kept by 
well informed decisions at conceptual-curricular and institutional levels.  
In the context of designing a new curriculum, the tension between integrating all subjects in an exploring-theme 
approach and a subject-based approach is carefully addressed. We discuss a solution that keeps the subject-based 
approach but creates a set of mechanisms destined to ensure the integration within the competence-centered 
curriculum. 
Educationalists from different countries are aware that there is no miracle recipe for solving the problem, 
because each system has its own inertial forces and reacts differently to the same reality. But, irrespective of the 
assumed curricular model, a necessary basis for implementing a new curriculum is the quality of professional 
development of teachers. Any curriculum change needs to be accompanied by a consistent program of teacher 
professional development. This is a necessary condition (but not a sufficient one!) for a meaningful implementation 
of such a curriculum. 
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